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Romancing the Chronicles:
1 Henry IV and the Rewriting of Medieval History

Bradley Greenburg
Northeastern Illinois University

This essay explores the ways Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV deploys Welshness as a
counterforce to English national stability. I argue that the critical habit of
equating the genre of romance with untruthfulness or silliness does not pay
close enough attention to what Shakespeare does in his history plays. The Hal
he gives us, whose youth and military training in Wales he suppresses, is,
generically, a romance character. But, instead of a knight in his father’s service
(where his adventures would be securely in the service of the realm), or knight
errant, he is an errant haunter of bad company, an adventurer (Robin Hoodlike). The characterization of Owen Glendower—already Anglicized in one
sense in the tri-syllabic pronunciation of the di-syllabic Welsh Glyndwr—is in a
number of similar ways made to signify Welshness through a series of romantic
tropes. Among these are magic, prophecy, and witchcraft, perhaps most clearly
represented in 3.1, where Glendower’s tendency toward historical and artistic
copiousness annoys a practically minded, martial Hotspur. Here genres collide:
the romance of the margin contends with the epic desire of the center.

In her study of Robert M. Bird, American novelist, playwright and
poet of the first half of the nineteenth century, Nancy Buffington
notes that Bird’s first two novels demonstrate “on the one hand an
interplay between history and romance, and on the other a
philosophical tension between rights and rebellion.”1 The novels
under discussion—the historical romances of her title—both
“Conquering Histories: The Historical Romances of Robert M. Bird.”
Modern Language Studies, Vol. 30, No. 2 (Autumn, 2000), 90-91.
1
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concern the conquest of Mexico by the Spanish in the sixteenth
century. In constructing his fictional accounts of the subject Bird
meticulously researched the history of the region during this period
with special attention to the characters involved in the conquest
and their interrelationships. He then supplemented this material
with invented characters and romance plots that, as Buffington
shows, eventually work to render native or ‘other’ characters
(Moors, Aztecs) submissive. This marks the “philosophical
tension” between “rights and rebellion,” as Bird critiques
imperialist motives and violence only to cover over the human
drama of these acts by domesticating non-Spanish, non-Christian
characters through love and marriage.
This, it turns out, is not an anomaly, not simply one
Christian physician/writer’s vision of history and the interactions
of peoples in specific circumstances carried across time. When
Bird’s work is placed within the context of American fiction of this
period, it becomes clear that there is an identifiable ideological
purpose that emerges when history is supplemented by romance.2
2

In her discussion of Bird’s place within the “ongoing dialogue of
among U.S. writers about literary definitions,” Buffington comments that when
“Clark reviews Brown’s 1800 essay “The Difference Between History and
Romance,” in which the Philadelphian offers a narrow definition of history that
expands the realm of romance,” the latter does so by arguing “that the only
“real” historian is one “who carefully watches, and faithfully enumerates the
appearances that occur” (Clark 40). But the more typical historian who
speculates as to cause and effect “is a dealer, not in certainties, but probabilities,
and is therefore a romancer.” (Clark 40) Once one departs from a purely factual
historical account, as most historians do, all is romance” (91). See Robert Clark,
History, Ideology and Myth in American Fiction, 1823-1852 (London:
Macmillan, 1984). “Brown” is Charles Brockden Brown,
Two elements lacking in Buffington’s otherwise very useful article are
a more complex discussion of historiography itself (along the lines of Michel de
Certeau and Hayden White, to name the most obvious) and, what is more
conspicuous in the context of the above quotation, a recognition that the conflict
between the writing of history and the writing of fiction, especially poetry, has
occurred before. Readers of early modern texts will have already noticed that
this debate is one that, among others, Philip Sidney takes up at great length in
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As John A. McClure sums this up:
imperialism suddenly becomes the enemy of romance. And at
the same time, the actual history of imperial suffering is
curiously rewritten, with ‘romance’ replacing the human
victims of imperialism in the story of its expansion.3

Despite differences in periods, hemispheres, and peoples,
this account of the relationship between history and romance
shares a number of interesting similarities with the way genres of
history and romance intersect in Shakespeare’s history plays.
When, again, we read the comment that
As Bird asserts, history leaves things out, and romance puts
those things back in. His interest in the personal consequences
of war, of guilt and remorse, would be difficult to
communicate in a conventional historical account. Intentional
or not, the addition of romantic subplots to the history of the
conquest allows him to interpret the conquest on a more
personal, more critical level, as a menacing, treacherous
action. Such resonances of treachery in historical conquest are
made possible by the combination of genres, clumsy though it
may often be. But Bird was not all that daring. After setting
up his critical perspective, through the use of each genre, he
takes it all back in the same way, using the contradictory
ideological nature of the romance to question and then
reaffirm the European (and by extension, the American)
“inalienable right” to conquer the world.4
his “Defense of Poesy.” For a comprehensive study of such defenses and their
attention to the unsettled relations between history and poetry, see Margaret W.
Ferguson, Trials of Desire: Renaissance Defenses of Poetry (New Haven: Yale
UP, 1983).
3

John A. McClure, “Late Imperial Romance.” Raritan 10.4 (1991):
111-130. Subsequently included in his book of the same title (London: Verso,
1994). Quoted in Buffington, 93, n3.
4

Buffington, 96. Just before this she quotes William Prescott’s
comments regarding the accuracy of Bird’s historical detail:
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This raises a number of questions not only about what the writer
who supplements history with romance does, what he or she
intends, but about what other possibilities arise in connection with
this phenomenon. How, we might wonder, could the writer
employ this supplemental strategy to perform something counter to
what Bird and others did?
To begin an exploration of this in regard to Shakespeare’s
Henriad, we might first consider a series of articles in the 1980s by
Paul Dean, following Anne Barton, in which he argued that
Shakespeare’s history plays make use of “romance” history plays
such as Greene’s Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay as well as his
James IV, Peele’s Edward I, the anonymous dramas George a
Greene, the Pinner of Wakefield and Fair Em, the Miller’s
Daughter of Manchester, and even Lyly’s Campaspe.5
“Criticism,” he remarked, “has not treated ‘romance’ histories
kindly.” These plays had the unfortunate fate of being contrasted
with the chronicle histories characterized as “dramatizations of

He claims the privilege of the romancer; though it must be
owned he does not abuse this privilege, for he has studied with
great care the costume, manners, and military usages of the
natives. He has done for them what Cooper has done for the
wild tribes of the North—touched their rude features with the
bright coloring of a poetic fancy.
From his History of the Conquest of Mexico (New York: Modern Library, 1843),
430-431.
5

“Chronicle and Romance Modes in Henry V,” Shakespeare Quarterly
32 (1981), 18-27; and “Shakespeare’s Henry VI Trilogy and Elizabethan
‘Romance’ Histories: The Origins of a Genre,” Shakespeare Quarterly 33
(1982), 34-48. Anne Barton, “The King Disguised: Shakespeare’s Henry V and
the Comical History,” in The Triple Bond: Plays, Mainly Shakespearean, in
Performance, ed. J.G. Price (University Park: Penn State Univ. Press, 1975), 92117.
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serious history.”6 “Romance histories,” he continues, quoting
Irving Ribner and E.M.W. Tillyard, “’must not be confused with
the true history play’ since they treat ‘romantic themes which have
no relation to the serious purposes of history.’”7 The point Dean
makes, in the context of both Shakespearean tetralogies, is that
critics have been too insistent upon privileging chronicle history
plays over romance history plays as serious ruminations on history
and the conceptual ideas such drama explores. Further, he insists
that to divide these two kinds of plays produces a false dichotomy
that ignores the romance history’s work of historical probity, and
even more so the debt that chronicle history owes to its earlier
romance counterpart in pursuing many of the most important
themes of historical drama.
What Dean’s work opens up is the possibility of reading 1
Henry IV not simply as a history play that follows ‘serious’
chronicle sources, leavening the details with comic subplot as
interlude, bending the narrative or a character’s age or behavior
where it suits a ratcheting-up of the dramatic tension. Instead, the
features of romance, as a generic counterpoint to a play’s use of
chronicle historical material, allow the drama to explore the
conceptual issues that make history dynamic. In other words,
rather than ascribing to ‘romance’ a negative, silly quality, as if it
were constitutively less ‘real’ or relevant to our consideration of
big ideas, of comparative political possibilities, a closer look at
those moments in a play such as 1 Henry IV suggests that it is here
that the most ‘serious’ of historical issues are in play.
Elizabethan drama’s links with history cannot be simply
summed up, that is, by reference to ‘source’ as simply a site for the
removal of narrative detail. The decisions Shakespeare made when
6

Hardin Craig, “Shakespeare and the History Play” in Joseph Quincy
Adams Memorial Studies, eds. Brander Matthews and Ashley Thorndike (Folger
Shakespeare Library: Washington, D.C., 1948), 56. Quoted in Dean (1982), 35.
The italics are Dean’s.
7

Ibid. The italics are, again, Dean’s.
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writing a history play are of course dramatic ones, but they are also
necessarily imbued with a complex set of contextual pressures.
Let us take just two out of many possibilities: similarities in
religious controversy in the period in which the play is set—the
first years of the fifteenth century, with ample incursions into
preceding and subsequent years—and in the period in which it was
written, by which I mean the persecution of Lollards and of
recusant Catholics. This sets the stage, as we will see, for one
important facet of the Falstaff-Hal relationship, one that embeds
within its comedy a kernel of romance fatality.
The other contextual pressure is that of rebellion,
particularly that arising in the border areas of England itself. It is
one thing for French citizens of, say, Calais, to want to throw off
the English yoke, but quite another when what has officially
become part of an emerging nation spurns that nation in terms of a
precedent, more fundamental claim to the land. In declaring
themselves the ‘real’ Britons, the Welsh rebel as an other to the
English nation that threatens to disrupt such nation-building at its
very heart. When Owen Glyndwr refers to the English in his
letters to the Scots, Irish and French as “Saxons”—to which he
might have added “Normans,” had he not been writing to the
French king—he touches on a subject, nationhood, very much on
the minds of the English near the close of the sixteenth century.
While we cannot, of course, say with any certainty what
Shakespeare thought about Wales or the Welsh who had been
coming to London in great numbers after the 1530s, we can
observe in the Henriad a great deal of attention paid to Wales as a
source not only of continual trouble but more so one that offers
fascinating, crucial transfusions of spirit in contrast to a
melancholy, worn Englishness.8 In 1 Henry IV, and again two
8

Much has been written about the Henriad and its various
relationships to nationalism, colonialism, the Tudor ‘myth’, gender (or lack
thereof), and so on. As Terence Hawkes has reminded us in his excellent essay
entitled “Bryn Glas,” of the many political issues in the Henriad, all roads lead
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plays later in Henry V, the playwright makes extensive use of a
genre that is anything but silly or un-serious.
It would perhaps be more useful, instead of referring to a
play such as 1 Henry IV generally as a “History Play,” as if that
were thoroughly descriptive of its genre, to inquire into how the
play works with its material. While the catchall “History Play”
describes its subject matter, the provenance of its story and
characters and their links to a nation’s past, that such details can be
found, in whole or part, in chronicles and compilations, it does
nothing to describe in which conceptual mode or modes the play
functions. We know, for the most part, where Shakespeare has
gotten his material, but this does not help us answer the question of
what he is doing in deploying it in particular ways. And this he
does aggressively, purposively.
The ready answer is that this is in service of the drama.
The playwright collapses the two Mortimers, following a
convenient error in Hall and Holinshed; he reduces Hotspur’s age
to that of Hal’s setting them up as rivals for the king’s attention,
here following Samuel Daniel. Indeed these moves make better
drama. But such textual manipulations make better drama by
infusing one mode of dramatizing with another. It is the tension
between these modes, between genres, that makes better drama
while simultaneously doing the greatest conceptual work on the
most substantive questions. I would suggest that we think of genre
operating in such plays differentially, the signification of each
coming to bear relationally, instead of as discrete, positive entities.
Thus in 1 Henry IV, the narrative skeleton—battles fought,
rebels and their rebellions, plots, alliances, the political sinews of
chronicle—finds its musculature by recourse not to comic interlude
but rather to elements of romance. These elements are: prophecy,
magic, quest, love stories, role-playing and disguise, outlawry,
foreignness/otherness, and so on. Without such elements playing
to, or at least through, Wales. “Bryn Glas,” in Post-Colonial Shakespeares, eds.
Ania Loomba and Martin Orkin (London: Routledge, 1998), 117-140.
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differentially with and against the narrative lifted from the
chronicles, the History Play would be reduced to dumb show.
Let’s take an example. In 1 Henry IV, 3.1, Hotspur, his
uncle Worcester, and Mortimer, pretender to the English throne,
are in the Welsh court of Owen Glendower to plan their tripartite
division of the island as well as their impending military clash with
Henry’s army. There is an immediate disagreement over which
genre they are going to inhabit as they engender this new, divided
nation. While I’m aware that Hotspur is here a ‘rebel’, his claim is
that he and his family have helped put Henry on the throne and
England is now in need of a new monarch. The Percy rebellion, in
other words, is conservatively English, returning Edward III’s line
to its proper recipient. The Hotspur-Glendower argument concerns
what we might call the discursive ground rules: what sort of story
are we going to be in as we set off on this adventure? It begins at
line 12 when Glendower refers to the king’s anxiety about having
such a foe:
I cannot blame him. At my nativity the front of heaven was
full of fiery shapes, of burning cressets; and at my birth the
frame and huge foundation of the earth shaked like a coward.

Hotspur’s reply:
Why, so it would have done at the same season if your
mother’s cat had but kittened, though yourself had never been
born.

Obviously a humorous riposte that allows Glendower the option of
laughing off such silliness, it leads him only to press his personal
narrative—“I say the earth did shake when I was born . . .. The
heavens were all on fire, the earth did tremble . . . ”—only to be
interrupted by an exasperated Hotspur who counters such mystical
discourse, pointing as it does immediately and confidently to the
ideas of fate and prophecy for which the Welsh were well-noted,
by reference to a more ‘logical’ explanation:
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Diseasèd nature oftentimes breaks forth
In strange eruptions; oft the teeming earth
Is with a kind of colic pinched and vexed
By the imprisoning of unruly wind
Within her womb, which for enlargement striving
Shakes the old beldam earth, and topples down
Steeples and moss-grown towers. At your birth
Our grandam earth, having this distemp’rature,
In passion shook. (3.1.25-33)

Hotspur’s use of a kind of gynecological/intestinal geophysics,
with the implied insult that Glendower was, as a ‘strange eruption’,
not so much birthed as shat out violently into the world, attempts
to counter one genre, one discursive mode, with another.
Instead of calling this something like ‘Saxon logic’ or
rationality, and rehearsing the old saw that Shakespeare presents a
struggle between English logic and Celtic irrationality, I want to
suggest that we read such a scene as a clash of discourse
symptomatic of the more fundamental clash of cultures, of modes
of conceiving of how people should live and govern and
conceptualize themselves as subjects. In this context I would call
Hotspur’s language game that of epic and Glendower’s romance.
What is at stake here can be glimpsed in a comment in
Holinshed’s chronicle, the substance of which is taken from Hall,
that the tripartite division of the island of Britain was done
“through a foolish credit given to a vain prophecy . . ..” “Such,” he
continues, “is the deviation and not divination of those blind and
fantastical dreams of the Welsh prophesiers.”9

9

The Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland, 1587 revised
edition (London: J. Johnson, 1808), Vol. 3, 23. Hall has: “O, ye wavering
Welshmen, call you these prophecies? Nay, call them unprofitable practices.
Name you them divinations? Nay, name them diabolical devices. Say you they
be prognostications? Nay, they be pestiferous publishings. For by declaring &
credit giving to their subtle & obscure meanings, princes have been deceived,
many a noble man hath suffered, and many an honest man hath been beguiled
and destroyed.” Edward Halle, The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre
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While it is well known that the Welsh had a taste for
prophecy, we should take note of the work of medieval historians
such as Paul Strohm, who have demonstrated that Henry IV and
his son were also vigorous users of prophecy as a tool of “symbolic
action within which adversarial claims might be discredited and
even extirpated at their point of origin.”10 The Lancastrian use of
prophecy and revisionist history was a far more discursively
aggressive, plotting effort to secure legitimacy for dynastic claims
and military conquest than anything the Welsh could offer.
Shakespeare, in his presentation in this scene not of a direct
conflict between King Henry and Wales, but rather of the
discourse mustered by center and margin—Baronial England
versus Welsh uprising—demonstrates how Hotspur participates in
a mode of English rapaciousness.
What Glendower wants is what he views as his birthright,
genealogically stretching back in time through successive ancestral
claims to Welsh territory and self-governance. When Hotspur, in
contrast, is to sign for the one-third division that the Percies will
receive, the land lying north of the River Trent, he hesitates.
Hotspur does not like the way the river runs:
Methinks my moiety north from Burton here
In quantity equals not one of yours.
See how this river comes me cranking in,
And cuts me from the best of all my land
A huge half-moon, a monstrous cantle, out.
I’ll have the current in this place dammed up,
And here the smug and silver Trent shall run
In a new channel fairly and evenly.
It shall not wind with such a deep indent,
To rob me of so rich a bottom here. (3.1.93-102)
Families of Lancaster and York . . . . 1548 revised edition (London: J. Johnson,
1809).
10

Paul Strohm, England’s Empty Throne: Usurpation and the
Language of Legitimation, 1399-1422 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1998), 1. See
Chapter 1, “Prophecy and Kingship,” 1-31.
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This is not found anywhere in the chronicles, and is one of those
Shakespearean inventions that builds character, the ‘hot’ in
Hotspur coming in at such moments to infuse the scene with a rush
of choler.
But it does more. Not content with Welsh ‘divination,’
Hotspur resorts to a mode of ‘deviation’ that would physically alter
the landscape to enforce his claim to a share of land. In so
violently straightening what is naturally curved, winding,
meandering, Hotspur stands here for a discourse that would alter
anything that does not suit his program of acquisition. It is the
Lancastrian mode throughout the Henriad to perform such
deviations precisely in the service of scripted divination, finding its
fullest expression in Henry V with that king’s persistent,
successful, and deadly use of textual and rhetorical sleight-of-hand
to consolidate power and reconquer territory.
The response comes from Glendower. Aghast at Hotspur’s
proposed feat of imperialist engineering, he replies: “Not wind? It
shall, it must; you see it doth.” If Percy stands here for the power
of epic construction, of an origin that must be retroactively gouged
out in order to give form to what is not otherwise available,
Glendower, in his apparent naïveté, his defense of the map, of the
land as inviolably ‘what it is,’ is in the service of such ‘winding.’
It is important to note that it is not his land in dispute; he is
standing up for the free range of the river itself. This is consistent
with the mode of the Welsh court as it is presented in the
remainder of the scene.
While the contract of division is being drawn up, the ladies
are called in and the men take a short rest before their leave-taking
and preparation for battle. This, famously, is where much Welsh is
spoken; where Glendower, according to Hotspur, “held me last
night at the least nine hours in reckoning up the several devils’
names that were his lackeys . . .”; where Glendower causes music
to play seemingly out of thin air; where the men are tempted to
indulge in what nearly all critics call Welsh “effeminization.”
This latter charge seems to me to miss the point, as if
following Hotspur’s estimation of the Welsh court as though it
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were the play’s. There is another possibility here, and it again
leads through the clash of genres to an opening, an alternative
space, opened up by romance elements coded as Welsh. These are,
to be brief: music, poetry, prophecy, magic, historiographical
copiousness, and female seductiveness. That Hotspur thinks these
dangerous and not the sort of things a warrior ought to get up to is
clear, but the attention the play itself shows to this scene is
important as an alternative to the violent single-mindedness of a
Hotspur or a Hal who has abandoned his tavern companions and
become the determined Prince without time or patience to enjoy, to
learn from, the “unyoked humour . . . of idleness.”11
Near the end of the scene that we have been discussing,
Hotspur trades jibes with his wife, who reproaches him with a mild
“Now God help thee!” to which he replies “To the Welsh lady’s
bed.” This slip of Hotspur’s mask, where he reveals an attraction
for someone he has just been disparaging, is about as close as he
gets to falling into typical medieval romance trope. He retreats
from this by urging his proper English wife to sing and swear and
be at least a little bad, though she is having none of it. Alternatives
exhausted, Hotspur suddenly rises and announces that he is off to
prepare for battle. This English knight has no place in romantic
structure, and so strides off to meet his epic destiny.
But since the first act of the play, young Harry, Prince of
Wales, has been found carousing determinedly amongst the sort of
common folk poised against the court where we, and indeed his
11

Paraphrasing Hal’s soliloquy at 1.2.174, a speech revealing his
calculations through a mode of deviation that belies the chronicle historians’
attempts (especially those in the sixteenth century) to explain his sudden
transformation upon becoming king. Shakespeare’s Prince Hal/Henry V is an
inveterate splitter of the divine: for purposes of controlling the forces that shape
the future, he will assiduously manipulate the boundary between ‘divination’ as
prognostication and ‘the divine’ as the legitimating power behind kingship and
dynastic stability. His deviance in 1 Henry IV is thus not a historical trait,
generically consistent with chronicle historical drama, but rather the trace of
generic deviance, where the play turns to romance to explore concepts and
themes about which the chronicles are silent.
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father, would expect to find him. From 1.1, where his father
laments the sad tale of his son in relation to Hotspur, that “theme
of honour’s tongue,” to 1.2, where Hal first appears, trading barbs
with Falstaff, the Prince is apparently a ne’er do well, a corrupted
youth hanging about the taverns, enjoying disreputable company.
He is also, to be sure, a keen planner for the future, as he
announces in his “I know you all . . .” speech that ends 1.2.
Where the chronicles have Hal transformed miraculously
upon accession to the throne, Shakespeare locates his mingling
with meaner sorts of people as purposeful. In the play, Hal uses
the space of the tavern as one of questing for a kind of discursive
prowess that will allow him to gain a certain facility with language,
with playing the language game of ‘the people’, as well as
obscuring himself in perfidious circumstances in order later to
better ascend to relatively greater heights. Hal understands and
wants nothing of the straightforward approach of Hotspur,
preferring instead to meander his way, to wind though the
country—or at least its capital—he will rule in order to pick up a
store of useful knowledge at his leisure. Such a path in the two
parts of the Henry IV plays amounts to a concentrated picaresque,
where Hal has adventures that, while not always concealing his
true identity, conceal his purpose, like an Arthur too lazy to draw
the sword from the stone. This of course worries a father who
inhabits the play in full epic mode, seeking to legitimize his rule in
shaky circumstances, needing desperately to keep order and ensure
that threats from his borders are taken care of.
For the father of chronicle history, this must have been far
less worrisome, since Hal was off in Wales and in the Marches
from age 13 until things calmed down. The future Henry V that
Shakespeare found in his chronicle reading was, with few
exceptions, and these without detail, a hard-working prince and
field commander in the border wars of the early part of the reign.
Here he received his martial and political education from a number
of older men, including Sir John Oldcastle. By changing Hal from
a character whose adolescence is spent fighting in Wales,
attempting to put down rebellion and consolidate his father’s
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control over an unruly, inchoate English nation, to an urban
education and other sub-cultural places in the city and its environs,
Shakespeare suppresses the border wars and the very rift that Hal
will address upon becoming Henry V.
Among the many interesting things revealed by scholarly
discussions elicited by the Oldcastle controversy is the depth to
which the characteristics and acts of this historical personage
underpin the character of Falstaff, seen all too often as simply a
comic character. Falstaff is rather a character shot through with
the historical dynamic: his very body, bloated as it is relative to the
ideal, muscular form of the Oldcastle of Foxe’s Actes and
Monuments, is an evidentiary marker for the excesses and vices,
the deviations of a man of leisure. He is, in short, the perfect
romance figure, part alluring danger and part salvation, offering to
his royal young companion all of the meandering possibilities that
might either lead him to ruin or teach him the true way.
Since in the chronicle frame of the history as Shakespeare
found it, Oldcastle would have been with Hal campaigning in
Wales, it is not too much of a stretch to suggest that where we find
these two together, the London underworld, is a space not unlike
the Wales of 3.1. They are both spaces counterpoised against the
Lancastrian discourse of epic, of solidifying monarchical rule. The
tavern and Welshness are both in various ways counter forces to
English stability, to the stable narrative of monarchy and dynastic
succession that the Lancastrians sought so assiduously to promote
by using chroniclers to spin things their way.
It is left to Shakespeare to dramatize a Henry IV and V
from sources favorable to them while at the same time finding a
way to allow for a critique of the way in which such a discourse
tries to suppress difference, to produce a unanimity of thought not
just about past events, but about how the narrative of events is or
can be produced. Through disruptions of genre as the institution of
difference, a play such as 1 Henry IV takes the time to meander
around, to indicate where in winding it is attempting to dramatize
the complex work of history.
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I’ll close with a leap into the latter part of Henry V, where
Fluellen, that conspicuously named Welsh captain, purveyor of
copious historical detail, from military history, romance, and epic,
speaks to the English captain Gower, also a conspicuous name,
referring as it does to the medieval writer of romances and
Lancastrian sponsored verse. The former has just brought up the
fact of King Henry’s birth in Monmouth, that border county
neither quite Wales nor England, neither fish nor . . . pork. In his
Welsh pronunciation, saying ‘p’ for ‘b’, he asks “What call you the
name where Alexander the Pig was born?” (4.7.10-11) Gower’s
reply attempts correction—“Alexander the Great”—but Fluellen is
having none of it:
Why I pray you, is not ‘pig’ great? The pig or the great or the
mighty or the huge or the magnanimous are all one
reckonings, save the phrase is a little variations.

At this point we might feel firmly ensconced in comic interlude,
laughing at Fluellen as a silly Welsh character. That is, until he
presses the comparison to allude to the damaging idea that Henry
has forsaken his best friend, Falstaff, and in the process, killed
him. His suggestion, with which I will leave you, returns to maps,
rivers, and that imaginative place where history is combined with
romance. For Fluellen, in what we might call the spirit of
Welshness in the plays, to abandon it is to lose something precious.
I tell you captain, if you look in the maps of the world I
warrant you sall find, in the comparisons between Macedon
and Monmouth, that the situations, look you, is both alike.
There is a river in Macedon, and there is also moreover a river
at Monmouth. It is called Wye at Monmouth, but it is out of
my prains what is the name of the other river—but it is all one,
‘tis alike as my fingers is to my fingers, and there is salmons
in both. If you mark Alexander’s life well, Harry of
Monmouth’s life is come after it indifferent well. For there is
figures in all things. Alexander, God knows, and you know, in
his rages and his furies and his wraths and his cholers and his
moods and his displeasures and his indignations, and also
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being a little intoxicates in his prains, did in his ales and his
angers, look you, kill his best friend . . . (4.7.19-32).
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